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Mention of relations between Chinese and Europeans, in the early days, 
usually calls to mind some instance of goldfields conflict such as Lambing 
Flat. In Queensland the Palmer River Goldfield is the best known example 
of Chinese settlement, again a place where no love was lost between the 
races. It is useful to examine the mining situation in so far as it 
demonstrates the importance of economic competition in promoting hostility. 
However, this extreme of antagonism did not necessarily typify all 
instances of racial contact between Chinese and Europeans. 
It is true that distaste for alien races, Chinese in particular, was 
a theme of the late nineteenth century in Australia. Significant variations 
on the theme did occur, however, and in order to try and account for this 
diversity I intend to make a case study of race relations in the area 
comprising Cairns and a radius of about seventy miles. This district lends 
itself well to such an investigation as the period of most extensive 
Chinese settlement coincided with the climax of Australian racism, and the 
clearly defined variation in geography and economic pursuits from town to 
town gives rise to a surprising contrast in forms of racial contact within 
such a small area. 
The district was originally settled as a result of an exodus from the 
Palmer Goldfields by both Europeans and Chinese in the late l870s and early 
l880s. Initially, the Chinese undertook the functions of market gardening 
and small storekeeping, for which they are usually noted. However by the 
mid l880s, they had expanded into the growing of cash crops on the tropical 
lowlands, producing maize and more importantly bananas. The l890s and the 
first years of this century were the heyday of Chinese enterprise on the 
coast. At that time the Chinese constituted a quarter to a third of 
population of coastal towns, and the Cairns census district contained the 
largest concentration of Chinese in Queensland. After the turn of the 
century, the many problems afflicting the banana industry, combined with 
the increasing reliance of the area on white-grown sugar, brought about the 
decline of banana growing both in real terms and in importance. However 
for more than a decade the prosperity of Cairns and Innisfail was virtually 
dependent on bananas, as the export of the product attracted shipping and 
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provided work for many Europeans. 
Meanwhile, settlement had expanded during the early l880s to the 
tin-mining centre of Herberton and from there to the Barron Valley where 
Atherton is now situated. The Chinese again were much in evidence. Being 
excluded from mining on the tinfields, they became more involved in 
storekeeping and the carrying trade. However in the more fertile Atherton 
area they soon rose to prominence in agriculture, and the maize industry 
developed largely as a Chinese concern, reaching its peak of importance 
about 1912. 
Before examining the type of race relations which developed in these 
areas it is necessary to re-emphasise my previous statement regarding the 
relative uniformity of opinion on the Chinese throughout Australia during 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Most people are aware of the 
type of hysterical attitudes which underlay the anti-Chinese election of 
1888 and which led to the institution of the White Australia policy. 
According to the Sinophobe press the Chinese were racially and culturally 
inferior, morally destitute, economically dangerous, inherently unhygenic 
and prone to ghastly diseases. Hostility on these grounds was tinged with 
fear by the conviction that the yellow hordes were poised to overrun 
Australia. 
In the local environment, extreme doctrinaire views on the Chinese 
were seldom expressed except during periods of national panic such as 1888. 
Nevertheless the influence of the Chinese stereotype upon the man in the 
street is demonstrated by the tendency at the time to seize upon any Chinese 
activity which seemed to exemplify vice, cunning or unfair economic 
competition, and to attribute it to the commonly-held characteristics of all 
Chinese. Being distinguished from the white community by appearance and 
ciiltural habits, the Chinese constituted an ideal focus for hostility when 
the occasion arose. At the most basic level they were often the victim of 
drunken assaults, and the more refined wrath of editors and aldermen was 
vented on them over anything from the inadequate fish supply to the low moral 
tome of the community. By far the most frequently voiced objection to the 
Chinese, however, was on economic grounds, and this endured long after the 
palmy days of racial hysteria had passed. 
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Frequently the Chinese were regarded with amusement and contempt 
rather than outright hostility, their physical appearance (particiilarly 
during the pigtail era) and lifestyle providing the press with unlimited 
material for satire. The theme which pervades even seemingly harmless digs 
at the Chinese is the assumption that they are so alien as to be not 
exactly human. One of the Cairns Post staff, visiting a leper colony, 
conceived it as a major flash of insight when he realised that the Chinese 
are "capable of feeling as deeply as we do." 
In speaking of various individuals or groups at the time as "pro-
Chinese" one should bear in mind the pervasiveness of the attitudes I have 
just described. Even those noted for their friendly attitudes to the 
Chinese were products of the age and prone to lapse into familiar racial 
cliches from time to time. However it can be stated that a significantly 
greater degree of tolerance was extended to the Chinese by some people than 
by others, and in the area under study a contrast from region to region is 
also perceptible. The main distinction in this respect can be made between 
the tropical coastal areas comprising Cairns, Innisfail and Port Douglas 
on the one hand and the Tablelands town of Herberton and Atherton on the 
other. Whereas on the coast the Chinese presence was almost welcomed, on 
the Tableland it was actively resented. 
It seems to have been the coastal area rather than the Tableland 
which deviated from the norm in its relatively liberal attitude to the 
Chinese, as Cairns became a byword as the place "where white men take their 
hats off to Chinamen". Visitors to Cairns at the time noted the apparent 
lack of ill-feeling between the races and newspapers in other centres 
gibed at the pro-Chinese reputation of the town. In I896, following a 
Chinese celebration attended by the mayor and aldermen of Cairns, the 
Herberton Advertiser proudly proclaimed that in Herberton the inhabitants 
do not attend "free Chinese guzzles", nor do they "raise their kadies to 
the Chow". Cairnsites were painfully aware of their reputation with regard 
to the Chinese. The newspaper editors of the town lived in dread of 
events involving inter-racial fraternisation being brought to the notice 
of the Sydney Bulletin. After the social event mentioned previously, the 
editor of the Cairns Argus speculated that "...the horrible misrepresentation 
will doubtless be marked and sent to the Worker which means nothing, and 
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to the Sydney Bulletin which means a great deal. And then the old gag 
about Cairns men taking their hats off to Chinamen will be trotted out 
again and Scribes and Pharises of the Townsville Star order of architecture 
will bring out a good old stock article." It is clear that to be regarded 
as pro-Chinese at the time was a source of acute embarrassment. Only very 
rarely was an effort made to defend the reputation of Cairns by saying a 
word in favour of the Chinese. As a riile it was either fiercely asserted 
that the inhabitants of Cairns were Sinophobes at heart or reluctantly 
admitted that economic factors forced them to swallow their pride where the 
Chinese were concerned. 
The comments of contemporary newspapers on race relations in the 
various towns are substantiated by an examination of the degree and type 
of anti-Chinese action taken by Europeans in these communities. The 
formation of anti-Chinese Leagues was not an uncommon activity during the 
late nineteenth century and in I886 John Potts, an anti-Chinese crusader, 
visited the Cairns area with the object of promoting such organisations. 
Significantly, he was greeted with more enthusiasm in Herberton than in 
Cairns or Port Douglas. Potts himself, speaking in Herberton, said he was 
glad to find such unanimity of opinion on the Chinese there. While in 
Cairns he had to put up with a good deal of opposition. A correspondent 
from Port Douglas to the Wild River Times commented "Mr. Potts has been 
and gone. Diverse opinions exist here anent the Chinese, but I believe a 
League will be formed. Your mining district is very different from this 
agricultural district as regards Chinese." Particularly apparent is the 
contrast in attitudes between the leading citizens in Cairns and Herberton. 
A large ntmiber of Herberton identities were present at Potts meeting, 
while in Cairns the Mayor made a deliberate attempt to prevent him speaking 
at all and no town dignatories attended. This does not rule out the 
possibility of anti-Chinese feeling amongst the rank and file of Cairns 
citizens, but it establishes the existance of an influential group who were 
tolerant towards them. In subsequent years, there was a continuation of 
this tendency for organisations with professed anti-Chinese aims to spring 
up on the Tablelands, while in Cairns apathy on the issue prevailed. 
The activities of the ordinary civic organisations on the Tableland 
also display an anti-Chinese bias not found to the same extent in Cairns. 
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For instance, the Herberton Agricultural, Mining and Pastoral Association 
banned Chinese from exhibiting in the annual show: in Cairns several 
Chinese merchants and farmers were regular exhibitors, The Herberton 
Chamber of Commerce was at the vanguard of a concerted movement by the 
townspeople to have the Chinese excluded from the Russell River Goldfield 
in 1890, and in this capacity was described as "a good anti-Chinese League". 
The Cairns Chamber of Commerce expressed a token objection to their 
presence on the field, only after being reprimanded for its apathy by the 
laborite Cairns Post. A popular outcry on the issue was conspicuous by its 
absence. On other occasions, the Cairns Chamber of Commerce and the Chinese 
merchants worked hand in glove over issues of mutual concern. The records 
of the Tinaroo Divisional Board (Herberton), when examined over a number 
of years, also indicate a greater pre-occupation with Chinese economic 
competition. The regulation relating to coloured labour on council projects 
is rigidly observed whereas in Cairns it was somewhat of an embarrassment, 
particularly with regard to the sanitary contract, and was frequently waived. 
In order to account for the greater inclination of the coastal areas 
to tolerate the Chinese presence, I shall examine in turn Cairns, Herberton 
and Atherton, pointing out the interplay of economic, social and purely 
local factors, as they effect the European attitude to the Chinese, f^y 
omission to treat Innisfail and the Port Douglas area separately, results 
firstly from the comparatively sparce documentation of these areas and 
secondly from their apparent similarity to Cairns in most respects. 
CAIRNS 
During the late l880s and l890s Chinese enterprise was a conspicuous 
feature of the coastal lowlands. A.J. Draper, a prominent Cairns townsman, 
speaking in 1912, recalled that twenty years earlier the banana trade had 
been the lifeblood of the place. So important was the banana industry that 
wharf labourers were thrown out of work during Chinese New Year when no 
bananas were being shipped. However workers were not the only beneficiaries 
of the industry. Practically all the money expended by the Chinese in 
exporting bananas found its way to Europeans and was thus put into 
circulation, benefitting the local business community and increasing the 
prosperity of the area. It is not surprising that the vested interest of 
the townspeople in presence of the banana industry, caused them to look 
tolerantly on the Chinese who kept it afloat. 
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Moreover Chinese banana growers did not compete with European 
enterprise, in fact a mutually beneficial relationship developed between 
white farmers and Chinese. Until about 1910 very few Europeans wished to 
undertake the arduous task of banana growing, but many wanted their land 
cleared in preparation for other crops. Therefore, most were willing to 
lease their land to Chinese at a rent of £1 per acre per annum and allow 
the tennant to cultivate it for several years prior to repossessing it for 
sugar-growing. This system was not entirely tension-free. Disputes arose 
about termination of leases or non-payment of rent from time to time, but 
basically economic co-operation rather than competition prevailed. 
The tropical environment and consequent presence of Pacific Island 
labour also exerted a softening influence on the European attitude to 
coloured labour and hence to the Chinese. From a psychological point of 
view, reliance on the Chinese as hewers of wood and drawers of water could 
be rationalised without excessive loss of morale on the grounds that white 
men are incapable of hard physical labour in the tropics. Economically, 
the use of cheap Kanaka labour was seen as a buffer against Chinese 
agricultural competition, particularly in the sugar industry. This was 
evidenced by the panic which occurred in cane-growing circles whenever 
Chinese were found to be attracting Kanakas to their employment. While 
this combination of circiimstances endured, the Chinese were seen as 
necessary, useful and not dangerous if kept in their place, an ideal 
environment for racial harmony by the standards of the day. 
The prosperity of the banana industry was of more than purely economic 
importance to Cairns. During this period of intense regional rivalry, when 
town competed against town for facilities and prestige, Chinese enterprise 
was a crucial factor in the development of Cairns, the expansion of commerce 
and the acquisition of transport facilities which might otherwise have been 
delayed. The pride which Cairnsites displayed in local agricultural 
development apparently outweighed the humiliation of being dependent upon 
Chinese. 
The ramifications of the Chinese domination of agriculture were also 
felt in the day to day relations between the races. To the extent that 
Chinese and Europeans were mutually interested in maintaining the prosperity 
of the banana industry, they occasionally met to discuss problems, or took 
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combined action to pressure an unco-operative shipping company or 
Government authority. Members of the European commercial elite in 
particular often had close economic ties with their Chinese counterparts. 
Moreover, given the influence which Chinese merchants wielded over the 
humbler banana growers, it was in the interest of Europeans who benefitted 
from the banana industry and associated capital inflow, to take cognizance 
of them. Since it was this very merchant clique which dominated civic 
affairs, it is not surprising that a fairly tolerant attitude to the Chinese 
was taken by those in public life. The Chinese merchants, in turn, being 
reliant upon Europeans to plead their cause in various economic and other 
matters, were aware of the necessity of maintaining amicable relations and 
hence efforts were made to draw favourable attention to the Chinese community. 
Public relations activities by the Chinese merchants included addresses 
to visiting dignatories, the organisation of displays or parades in aid of 
European charities, and lavish New Year hospitality. Leading European 
citizens occasionally appeared at Chinese celebrations in the capacity of 
guests of honour. 
This social intermixture does appear to have added a dimension of 
personal esteem to the respect in which Chinese merchants were held for 
their economic importance. The same European businessman and top public 
officials often acted as referees for Chinese merchants seeking 
naturalisation around the turn of the century and their testimonials bear 
evidence of personal acquaintance with the admiration for the Chinese 
applicant. It is true that, even in Cairns, contacts of a purely social 
nature were virtually limited to the elite of both races, but by nineteenth 
century standards even this was exceptional. 
HERBERTON 
An examination of the situation in Herberton reveals a set of conditions 
which were in most respects the reverse of those in Cairns. The Chinese in 
the immediate vicinity were not involved in any agricultural pursuit which 
brought prosperity to the town and in the tradition of mining areas, were 
regarded as an unwelcome intrusion. The conviction that Herberton had 
nothing to gain from the Chinese presence was strengthened by the self-
sufficiency of the Chinese community in this area. Whereas in Cairns, 
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Chinese enterprise caused money to circulate throughout the community, 
there was no Chinese occupation in Herberton which had this effect, Chinese 
patronised their own storekeepers, had their own market, employed their own 
packers. This state of affairs brought no business to the European, and in 
fact deprived him of it, insofar as Europeans as well as Chinese dealt with 
Chinese storekeepers. In short, Herberton was characterised by a lack of 
any community of economic interest between the races, hence other areas of 
contact remained undeveloped. 
The composition of the European population in Herberton also posed a 
hindrance to friendly relations. The mining interest predominated, and 
though Herberton did not reach the extremes of Sinophobia found in certain 
sections of the Charters Towers population, the hypersensitivity of the 
inhabitants to instances of economic competition reflected its mining 
mentality. Chinese on the tinfields were excluded from mining and 
practically every other occupation except market gardening. As the local 
member commented in 1888: 
There are no Chinamen left on the tinfield at all. A Chinaman 
is not allowed to turn a windlass, wheel a barrow or drive a 
cart; the only thing they are allowed to do is cultivate the 
land. 
Even their monopoly of market gardening was resented and the boycotting of 
Chinese produce frequently advocated. 
The fact that hostility to the Chinese in Herberton became officially 
embodied in various regulations excluding them from certain occupations and 
activities, can be attributed t'o the connection of the leading citizens of 
the town with either mining or commerce, neither occupation having a 
vested interest in the Chinese presence, but rather the reverse. By way 
of qualification, it should be noted that a dissenting voice against anti-
Chinese proposals was occasionally raised (usually by Dr. Bowett, the local 
medical practitioner), invariably on the grounds of their usefulness as 
market gardeners, the speaker usually beginning rather apologetically to 
the effect, "I don't like them, but..." 
The contrasting racial attitudes which prevailed in Herberton and 
Cairns, particularly during the l890s, can be attributed to fairly 
straightforward economic considerations: one town benefitted directly from 
the presence of the Chinese, the other did not. An investigation of 
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ATHERTON, however, reveals a rather more complex set of circumstances. 
Until about 1910 a markedly hostile attitude to the Chinese prevailed in 
this area. In view of the physical proximity of Atherton to Herberton, the 
influence of the latter on race relations should not be under-estimated as 
Herberton was for some time the focus of Tablelands settlement. Paradoxically 
however, it was the enmity rather than the rapport between the towns which 
reinforced anti-Chinese sentiment in the Barron Valley. In order to 
appreciate this purely local factor, however, it is necessary to trace the 
type of settlement which occ\irred in the Atherton district and the factors 
arising from this which predisposed the Europeans to ill-feeling against 
the Chinese. 
In some respects the agricultural development here was reminiscent of 
Cairns, in so far as the Chinese were responsible for a great deal of land 
clearing, leasing uncleared land on the same basis as those on the coast. 
This, combined with their domination of the maize industry, made them an 
important factor in the economic growth of the area. It might be imagined 
that these circumstances would result in racial toleration, but other 
factors intervened to jaundice the European view of the Chinese. 
Despite being less than 50 miles from Cairns as the crow flies, 
Atherton has a subtropical rather than a tropical climate and the pioneers 
of the area, conscious of this fact, set about establishing a community of 
stiirdy independent white farmers , uncorrupted by dependence on coloured 
labour. This "vision splendid" was enhanced by a strongly held conviction 
that the Tablelands combined the best in climate and fertility of any 
region in Australia. However agriculture did not run smoothly for the 
Europeans. The forests were difficult to clear and Chinese were hired for 
this purpose: maize was arduous to grow on newly cleared ground and the 
price for the grain often low. Hence farmers began leasing to Chinese who 
cultivated successfully with the hoe, and who were satisfied with a lower 
profit margin. Europeans who continued to grow their own corn complained of 
being undercut on the maize market by the Chinese, blamed other farmers for 
bringing this about by leasing land to the Chinese, and often proceeded to 
lease all or part of their own farms to the Chinese, complaining that they 
had been forced into it. White farmers found themselves competing 
unsuccessfully with their own tennants, and by the mid l890s farming was 
said to be iinprofitable for whites. 
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The economic importance of the Chinese to the Atherton population was 
not such that any powerful interest group welcomed their presence, as in 
Cairns. The situation was similar to that in Herberton, in that a large 
degree of economic self-sufficiency prevailed within the Chinese community. 
Maize did not require the same amount of European labour or transport as 
bananas. Again, the Chinese employed their own carriers and, as one 
disgruntled European packer calculated, £20,000 per annum was thus lost to 
the white community. Though there is no doubt that the maize industry 
contributed to the arrival of the railway line in Atherton in 1903, 
Europeans complained that the entire profits of the industry went to China. 
The labour situation provides another contrast with the coast. Not 
having access to a pool of cheap Pacific Island labour, the white settlers 
turned their attention to the aborigines and here again a source of conflict 
with the Chinese arose as the latter were more successful at attracting 
aborigines to their employment than the whites. The matter came to a head 
in 1898, when the Inspector Roth visited the district in order to examine 
the claims of the Barron Valley Farmers Association that the Chinese paid 
their aboriginal employees in opium. Roth reported, among other things, 
that anti-Chinese feeling was "rife and rampant throughout the area", but 
his investigation did not substantiate the claims of the B.V.F.A. There 
is no doubt that the aborigines were supplied with opium by Chinese, though 
not necessarily as wages. However, Roth concluded that basically the 
Chinese were more humane employers. Indeed, the very person responsible for 
most of the agitation was heard to say "I've shot thirteen or fourteen 
niggers in this district, and this is all the Government does for me. I 
can't even get one to work for me when I want one." 
As the 1890s progressed, Atherton like Cairns achieved a reputation 
for being a hotbed of Chinese and the civic pride of the inhabitants 
became tinged with feelings of persecution. They sensed that the resources 
of the district were being under-estimated in the south*, selectors were 
failing to flock there, and one reason for this was assumed to be the 
Chinese presence. 
Closer to home, the domination of Atherton by Herberton was 
identified as an impediment to progress, and during the 1890s the Barron 
Valley members of the Tinaroo Divisional Board (which represented both 
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towns) waged a struggle for independence. Yet again the Chinese became an 
albatross around the Athertonian neck, as requests for extra facilities 
were greeted by the Herberton members by gibes to the effect that they 
would only benefit Chinese. 
It was probably partly a reaction to the derisive attitude of the 
Herberton members and partly out of feelings of genuine grievance that the 
Atherton representatives on the Divisional Board became the most active 
anti-Chinese campaigners, even criticising the miners of Herberton for 
being apathetic on the issue. An examination of the activities indulged in 
by the leading personalities in the anti-Chinese agitation indicates that 
all were conspicuous in other projects designed to overcome the obstacles 
which the rest of the world was allegedly placing before the progress of 
Atherton. It seems, therefore, that anti-Chinese feeling was part of a 
more general malaise resiilting from the failure of individual farmers to 
prosper and of the district generally to progress at the anticipated rate. 
It is difficult to know how much importance to place upon one 
particular individual who was responsible for a large proportion of the 
hysterical statements on the Chinese. This person was of a fanatical turn 
of mind and it is doubtful whether the extremity of his views on the Chinese 
typified the rest of the community, though his ability as an organiser and 
demagogue may have caused anti-Chinese sentiment to become more overt. 
Certainly, he had a dedicated following on the Tinaroo Divisional Board, 
to which he was returned for a nimiber of years, and if a flight of fantasy 
will be permitted it is difficult to imagine such a person obtaining much
public response in Cairns of Innisfail during the nineties. 
The major problem in discussing racial attitudes in the historical 
context is the impossibility of discovering the views of the "silent 
majority", and I have probably relied rather heavily on the utterances of 
vocal and/or influential minorities in discussing the three areas. However 
the conclusions thus indicated are supported by contemporary observations 
(mentioned previously) on the attitudes of the communities at large. 
In summary, I hope to have demonstrated my view that economic factors 
were of crucial importance in setting the tone of race relations, the 
influence of the market place often extending into other areas of racial 
contact. However, other conditions of a purely local nature may also play 
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a part in determining the attitude of the dominant group to the Chinese, 
and for this reason it is instructive to study race relations at a local 
as well as a state or national level. 
1U6 
